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The Australian Student Christian Movement and
Women’s Activism in the Asia-Pacic Region, 1890s–1920s
RENATE HOWE
In the emerging historiography of Australian international feminism, the work of
historians such as Fiona Paisley and Angela Woollacott has directed attention from the
large Anglo-American transnational women’s organisations to the different patterns and
dynamics of Australian feminist activism in the Asia-Paci c region. 1 While Paisley and
Woollacott have focused mainly on British imperial women’s organisations and the Pan
Paci c conferences of the interwar period, this article focuses on the activism of
Australian women in two inter-denominational Christian organisations—the Student
Volunteer Movement (SVM), which was the missionary arm of the Australian Student
Christian Movement (ASCM), and the Australian branch of the Young Women’s
Christian Association (YWCA). The situations in which these women worked—churches,
hospitals, schools, Asian SCMs, and YWCAs— involved cross-cultural interactions that
were often ambiguous but positive in outcome and which challenged stereotypical
presentations of white missionary women. It is argued that these activist women made
a signi cant contribution to the fraught area of exploring Australian identity in the Asian
region and, indeed, helped shape that identity at a time when the new Australian
Commonwealth had adopted a racial exclusion policy and had minimal cultural and
commercial contact with Asian countries.
Innocents Abroad
The  rst wave of Australian activists were student volunteers who responded to the SVM
watchword ‘the evangelisation of the world in this generation’ and were part of the great
missionary expansion in the Asia-Paci c region at the turn of the century. When the
SVM was founded in the United States in 1886, John R. Mott, founding secretary of the
World Student Christian Federation (WSCF), insisted that volunteers serve with the
established missionary agencies and resisted pressure for a separate organisation. Thus,
although the ASCM was a non-denominational body, the  rst wave of volunteers applied
to the large denominational mission boards of the British empire represented in
Australia. As citizens of the new Australian Commonwealth the volunteers had to work
out an identity within the heart of imperial colonialism. Anglicans applied to the state
branches of the Church Missionary Association, which offered placements in India,
Africa and the Middle East. Congregationalists and Methodists applied to the Australian
agents of the London Missionary Society (LMS) for positions in India, China and the
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Paci c. Baptist students were placed by the British Baptist Foreign Mission Society in
India and China, while the small Australian denominational Mission Boards offered
placements in India, China, Korea and the Paci c. Women missionaries were supported
by the Presbyterian Women’s Missionary Union, by the Australian branch of the British
Missionary Settlement for University Women (MSUW) for positions at its Settlement in
Bombay, and by the Zenana Bible and Medical Mission and Society for the Propagation
of the Gospel for work in India. Anna Trudinger, an Adelaide University graduate, was
the only woman volunteer to apply to the Australian branch of the evangelical China
Inland Mission.
Although Mott emphasised the centrality of mission when he visited Australia in 1896
to found the ASCM, Australian students were reluctant missionaries. Only 49 Aus-
tralasian Volunteers ‘sailed’ over the next 10 years, the majority of whom were New
Zealanders. Sixteen went to India, 12 to China, 11 to Paci c countries and 10 to
locations in Africa and the Middle East.2 Most volunteers went to India because of the
availability of placements and its importance to the empire. China, ‘the much loved
missionary partner of the United States’, was urged as a destination by Mott who
regarded it as ‘the key to racial problems of the future’. The Paci c region attracted more
New Zealand than Australian volunteers. Despite the importance of Australia’s strategic
interests in the Paci c and trusteeship of Papua/New Guinea after World War I, the
poor pay and lower status of Paci c Island missions in uenced volunteer decisions. 3 It
was not Australia’s national, strategic interests in the Asia-Paci c area but the priorities
of the large British-based missionary boards that determined placement decisions.
Although fear of Asia and resistance by families limited the number of women, 20 of
the 49 volunteers were women drawn from the  rst cohorts to graduate from the
universities of Australia and New Zealand. As Frank Engel wrote in his history of the
Australian ecumenical movement, ‘it was within the context of the student and mission-
ary movements that Christian women found a measure of understanding and equality
with opportunities for leadership’. 4 This was an international experience as Ruth Rouse,
the  rst woman secretary of the WSCF, noted:
the rise of the movement for higher education, and the opening of mission  eld
after mission  eld for women’s work, synchronize in the period. … The SVM
awakened a world outlook and vocation for the missionary life in women
medical students, in women preparing for the teaching profession, in women
students of the social sciences, just at the time when the missionary boards
began to clamour for women doctors, educationists and social workers. 5
Australian women volunteers were young, well-educated, middle-class women, graduates
in Arts or Medicine, who had matriculated from the Protestant ‘ladies’ colleges’ in
Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide. The call of the mission  eld was often the incentive
for undertaking university education, especially for women enrolling in Medicine.
Constance Cooper and Ethel Ambrose, medical graduates of Adelaide University, and
Ef e Stillwell of Melbourne University were early volunteers in India. Ethel Good was
still a student at Melbourne’s Presbyterian Ladies’ College (PLC) when she decided to
study Medicine ‘determined if possible to go to the mission  eld either as medical
missionary or as a missionary’s wife’. On her volunteer form she noted that ‘I prefer
India as it appeals for women’s medical work’. 6 While the call to Christian service was
paramount, an important attraction of the mission  eld was also the broader opportuni-
ties for medical practice, which were closed to women doctors in Australia.
Missions also opened up opportunities for teaching other than the ladies’ colleges.
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Eleanor Rivett, a scholarship girl at PLC, was a brilliant Honours student at Melbourne
University. After teaching for a few years at her old school (the only option open to her)
she applied to the LMS in 1905 and was sent as principal to a girls’ school in
Bhowanipur, a suburb of Calcutta. Frances Holden, the  rst woman travelling secretary
of the ASCM, was one of a number of Australian women volunteers who taught at St
Stephen’s College, Hong Kong. Elsie Nichols, MA, of Melbourne University went to the
MSUW in Bombay, the  rst of ‘the Australian college women to join hands with English
college women in the Pardi and student work of India’. Nichols was followed at the
Settlement by Ada Carruthers, a graduate of Sydney University. 7
Missionary work was also an opportunity for a more challenging life beyond the
suburbs for married women missionaries. Most mission boards required male missionar-
ies to be married before placement and Catherine Hall and Patricia Grimshaw have
shown that in the early nineteenth century marriage offered a possible route into
missionary work for women. 8 Although the extent to which the desire for missionary
service in uenced marriage decisions is dif cult to document, there were many powerful
SCM missionary partnerships. Clara Heyer married the Reverend Frank Paton and went
to Vanuatu from 1896 to 1902. Dr E. Maynard Pain married Ethel Clarke before leaving
for Cairo in 1902. Dr Edward (Ted) Stuckey married Nellie Campbell, a graduate of
Melbourne University and former president of the Melbourne University Women’s
SCM, before leaving for Tsiensin, China. The Reverend Harry Holmes and his wife
Elsie Mills, a Sydney Arts graduate, left for Bengal, India, in 1905. The Reverend
George Cranswick and Miss Carr Horden, both graduates of Sydney University, married
and sailed for India in 1910. Alice Maclean, a medical graduate from Melbourne, went
with her husband Charles Barber to a Baptist mission in East Bengal. The Reverend
T.C. Carne and his wife Dr Elsie Thomas were posted to the hospital at the Australian
Methodist mission station at Azamgarh, India, in 1910. David Lyall married Miss A.
Lorimer of the Melbourne University SCM before going to Korea in March 1909. Dr
Charles McLaren and Jessie Reeves, a SCM travelling secretary and former missionary
in India, married prior to leaving for Korea in 1911. All these women were as well
quali ed as the men for missionary service. Gertrude Bendelack, a volunteer in Hong
Kong and Canton, wrote that on the mission station there was ‘no difference for men
and women. A woman constantly  nds men’s work thrust into her hands’. 9 There is
ample evidence that women were usually the mainstay of mission stations.
The young Australian graduates, however, were scarcely prepared for the demands of
their appointments. The main dangers for missionaries were typhoid and cholera, while
septicaemia meant a high death rate among women and babies during childbirth. Elsie
Pain died in childbirth not long after arriving in Cairo and her husband died 10 years
later from typhoid. Malaria was rife in India, and Rivett evacuated the whole school
during a virulent outbreak ‘of the awful scourge of Beri-beri’ in Calcutta. Depression and
breakdowns from overwork were widespread. Gertrude Bendelack collapsed from the
strain of teaching single-handed during the war. At the Canton CMS school:
there were 150 pupils of whom 118 live with me … I am accessible to them
day and night for their every need, spiritually, bodily and mental never leaving
them except for English service on Sunday evening. 10
Many of the women teachers and YWCA workers at residential schools and hostels
experienced this constant responsibility. Rivett, arriving in India as a young woman in
her twenties, was immediately responsible for a boarding school of 60 girls.
There was little general knowledge of the Asia-Paci c region in Australia, and ASCM
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
5:
36
 2
4 
Ju
ne
 2
01
0
314 R. Howe
FIGURE 1. ‘A New Type of Missionary’; Eleanor Rivett, MA, University of Melbourne; Australian Student
Christian Movement Volunteer, India, 1907–1947. Photograph courtesy of Nan Rivett.
missionary study groups provided some preparation on culture and religion. Virtually no
language training, however, was given to volunteers before taking up appointments and
most relied on lessons after arrival, usually from poorly trained Indigenous teachers.
Recognising that knowledge of a country’s language, its politics and religion were
essential was one thing; providing that training in Australia was another given the
diversity of volunteer appointments. But despite this, the volunteers were better prepared
than most missionaries going from Australia in this period. For missionaries with the
China Inland Mission, for example, ‘there was virtually no expectation at home that
candidates would have experienced anything in relation to the Chinese other than a call
to minister to them and some reading regarding them’. 11
Volunteers often left without knowing their speci c destination. The Holmes were
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assigned to the CMS Santal Mission in Bengal only after they disembarked at Calcutta.
They arrived at the mission knowing nothing of Santal culture and judging it ‘sometime
before we will be able to speak the language’. Dr Constance Ambrose, on the eve of her
departure from Adelaide for missionary work at the Poona and Indian Village Mission,
found that she would be the only doctor at the hospital, a daunting task for a recent
graduate. ‘I think I shall begin medical work soon’, she wrote, ‘of course taking up the
study of language at the same time. I think it is Mahratti that is mostly spoken in the
Poona district.’ 12 Support from the ASCM at home, especially the strong women’s
missionary groups at Melbourne and Sydney universities, was important for the ‘inno-
cents abroad’. Nevertheless, loneliness and isolation forced many to return home.
The Decisive Hour of Christian Missions
On a return visit to Australasia in 1903 to inspire Australian students with the missionary
challenge, Mott argued that the Asia region was a crucial area for Christian mission and
urged the Australasian movement to play a leadership role in the region. At intense
missionary meetings in Christchurch and Melbourne, Mott stressed the importance of
the upsurge of Asian self-consciousness and that ‘the greatest theatre of student work in
the next decade will be Asia’. His strategy was to increase the Christian presence in Asian
countries and on developing potential male leaders. The  rst issue of the WSCF journal,
the Student World, with the motto ‘Ut Omnes Unum Sint’, was focused on student
missionary work in Asia and urged the need ‘to win over a fair proportion of educated
men to be signi cant’ and criticised the haphazard approach of Protestant missionary
work, especially the British missions in India, which appealed only to the lower strata of
Asian society. Mott emphasised the strategic importance of a modernising Japan and the
opportunities arising from the republican movement in China. 13 He was determined that
the Australasian movement would be represented at the  rst Asia-Paci c meeting of the
WSCF and sent £1,000 for two delegates to attend. Australia was represented at the
April 1907 conference in Tokyo by David Lyall, travelling secretary of the ASCM, and
Katie Fell, a graduate of Sydney University and secretary of the Australian branch of the
MSUW.
The conference with the theme ‘Unum in Christo’ took place at a time of tension and
change in the region. The Japanese were  ushed with the success of defeating a major
European power in the Russo-Japanese war and riding a high tide of nationalism and
military supremacy. Within the region, there were tensions over Japan’s domination of
Korea and foothold in China. The newly federated Australian nation was beginning
trade and military negotiations with Japan, its increasingly powerful northern neighbour.
The adoption of the White Australia Policy (WAP) after federation was resented by Japan
and especially by China as the WAP’s historical roots lay in discrimination against
Chinese residents in Australia. Racial restrictions on immigration in the Paci c Rim
(California, Australia and New Zealand) were vehemently criticised by Mott during the
conference as a major impediment to the objectives of the WSCF to develop a
multi-racial organisation in the region. 14
Japan was regarded as the model of a modernising Asian nation. Chinese students who
supported the republican movement in China were encouraged to live in exile at the
YMCA in Tokyo and learn of Japan’s modernisation strategies. The Asian Ys were
 nanced largely by the United States and Canada and were the lynchpin of Mott’s
strategy in Asia. The WSCF view was that the Ys ‘were better than missions as they
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offered the chance of fostering the independence of the eastern church as indigenous and
whites can work together’. 15
The Tokyo conference was signi cant for articulating the WSCF policy of establishing
Indigenous, self-supporting Christian churches in the Asian region. The ‘Unum in
Christo’ motto re ected the Christian internationalism of the WSCF based on the belief
that missions must be ecumenical, breaking down the barriers between denominations as
well as between nations. However, this was contested by the mission boards and
missionaries in the  eld and was a source of tension between Australian volunteers and
the British missionary organisations.
Mott had originally conceived of the worldwide student body as a male organisation,
and Tokyo was the  rst WSCF conference where women were of cial delegates, meeting
in a separate conference chaired by Ruth Rouse. It was  tting that the Australian
delegate was Katie Fell as she had been a leader in the struggle for recognition of
women’s position in the ASCM and an activist in student missionary groups. Women’s
participation in the WSCF came at a time of change in the social position of women in
Australia—they had gained the suffrage at the establishment of the Commonwealth—
and in Asia where the movement towards women’s higher education was gaining
momentum. Asian women attending the conference included graduates of the American
college system, such as Michi Kawai, graduate of Bryn Mawr, who became national
secretary of the Japanese YWCA in 1912, and Lilivati Singh, the British-educated Indian
student leader. Katie Fell’s contacts were with the British women supporting the MSUW
in Bombay made during a visit to Britain and India in 1902.
On her return from Tokyo, Katie Fell reported to ASCM women’s missionary groups
at Sydney and Melbourne Universities on the aspirations of the Asian women’s
movement and the arrangements she had made for Ruth Rouse to visit Australia. Fell’s
attendance at Tokyo provided important links into international women’s networks and
countered the overwhelming sense of isolation among ASCM women students in the
small Australian universities, which so struck Ruth Rouse on her visit the following
year.16
The In uence of Australian Women
The SVM model of mission, which sent volunteers to the mission  eld under existing
agencies, was suited to the larger cohorts of North American and British volunteers who
numbered in the thousands. For the small band of Australians it meant individuals
dispersed among and within countries, unsupported in their struggle to reconcile their
understanding of mission with the more conservative position of the sponsoring societies
and denominational mission boards. Lesley Dixon has argued that the contribution of
Australian missionaries in China was limited because there was no totally autonomous
national effort and that ignorance about Australia on the part of British and American
missionaries and the Chinese population led many Australian missionaries to suppress
their national identity. 17 The volunteers were subject to the policies of the large
missionary agencies, making it dif cult to establish an independent identity and in uence
policy. Australian women were frustrated by this and many found themselves in the
position, especially in India, of identifying neither with the Raj nor with the Indian
population. Eleanor Rivett was the  rst Australian in the London Missionary Society in
North India and soon discovered there were ‘some weird ideas current about us and our
Southern Continent’. One of her male LMS missionary colleagues commented that:
‘You speak English rather well since it is not your mother-tongue.’ Indian parents at the
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school were also wary of trusting their daughters to her care, assuming her ancestry was
‘a blend both of aboriginal and convict’. 18
Nonetheless, the experience of the Australian women volunteers problematises Dixon’s
assumptions. They did not fully identify with either the cultural imperialism of the
Americans or the colonial imperialism of the British-based missions. They saw themselves
as a new type of missionary who aimed to build up Indigenous resources in church and
society. Despite their small numbers and the parameters within which they operated,
these women had areas of in uence and made a substantial contribution to the region
in public health, social welfare and education. Ruth Rouse wrote that ‘the East owed
women’s education to the missionary’ and in this area the volunteers were active,
especially in India, China and Korea. Eleanor Rivett was a pertinent example. In
Calcutta, where the Christian mission schools were the only ones to provide secondary
education for girls, Rivett transformed a small LMS boarding school of 60 Christian girls
to the status of a high school with af liation to the University of Calcutta. The United
Missionary Girls’ High School offered education to students from Hindu, Moslem, Sikh
as well as Christian homes and taught classes in Bengali and English. Many of the
students went on to graduate from university or qualify as teachers, some returning to
join the staff of their old school. Rivett was an adviser to the Bengal government on
women’s education and saw the school as truly national and, in its diversity of students,
encouraging a new national Indian identity. Olive Stillwell, a travelling secretary of the
ASCM, joined her as a teacher at the school in 1924 and became principal when Rivett
moved to the Women’s Christian College in Madras in 1938.19 In the area of public
health, doctors such as Dr Ambrose in Poona and Dr Thomas at Azamgarh provided
an important public health service to their regions, especially for women and children.
The emphasis on training Indigenous nurses and doctors dominated the work of
Australian volunteers in Korea.
Women activists increasingly avoided the missionary organisations in favour of the
non-denominational MSUW and the YWCA. In both these organisations Australian
women faced a dominant national ethos; the British ‘settling’ tradition of the Cambridge
University women who had established the MSUW and the cultural strength of
American Protestantism in the YWCA. The MSUW had a strong network of support
among ASCM women before World War I and at least  ve Australian volunteers went
to the Bombay settlement, but in the long term the YWCA network was more in uential.
Ruth Rouse thought Australian and New Zealand women had made ‘splendid Associ-
ation pioneers in India and China’ and that the main achievement of the Asian YWCAs
was ‘that they discovered and led into the work, Eastern men and women for whom,
with whom, and under whom they were proud to work’. Nina Brentnall and Ada
Carruthers, two of the earliest volunteers from Sydney University to associate with the
YWCA, gave ‘glowing accounts’ of their experience of working with Indian women.
Nina Brentnall had a long association with the YWCA in Calcutta and, like Rivett, was
credited with considerable political in uence in Bengal. Brentnall identi ed with Indian
culture, could speak Bengali  uently and often dressed in Indian clothing. 20 While
ASCM men continued to prefer the missionary agencies, women students responded to
the opportunities in the Asian YWCAs, welcoming the independence from missionary
boards and building on the well-established co-operative relationship between the
YWCA and the ASCM in Australia. This  rst generation of university-educated women
coming from a tradition of Australian liberal Protestantism welcomed the opportunities
for cross-cultural co-operation offered by the Asian Ys.
The volunteers also had a signi cant impact at home, especially in raising awareness
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of the Asia-Paci c region and the implications of racism, communicated to the mission
boards and the wider community through deputations, furloughs home, and articles in
the Australian Intercollegian and denominational papers. The large Australian SCM na-
tional summer conferences were especially important in this respect. The annual
conferences attracted 250–400 students and staff from the universities and always had an
international dimension through reports from volunteers and visits from leaders of the
WSCF and the Asian SCMs. These visits by Asian leaders contributed to a more
sophisticated understanding of Asian independence movements and cultural difference in
universities and were important in a period that preceded awareness of Australian
national interest in the Asia-Paci c region. The ASCM conferences were one of the few
forums in which the WAP and regional issues were debated, a reminder that the
missionary effort before World War I was not aligned to Australia’s perceived national
interests. 21
The Second Wave
During and after World War I there was an increasing disillusionment with the
missionary emphasis of the SVM. Even in the missionary-minded American SCM there
was an ebbing of interest and ‘the triumphal tone of the American leadership of an
earlier era was muted’. 22 The ebb was especially strong in Australia. The General
Committee of the ASCM noted in August 1914 that the SVM was unable to meet
demand from mission societies for volunteers, not only because of enlistment but also
because of the decrease in the number of students offering due to ‘the shifting of the
emphasis of the appeal of foreign service … in the placing of their lives’.23 On a visit to
Australia on behalf of the MSUW in 1917, Edyth Crosthwaite reported that ‘the position
of the Student Volunteer Band here in Sydney and elsewhere in Australia is unfortunate
as there are very few young graduate members’. In Sydney there was only one student
who had signed the SVM declaration and Crosthwaite noted that even if students were
interested in foreign service they shunned the Volunteer Movement. 24
Australian student dissatisfaction with the philosophy and thrust of the SVM had come
to a head. There had always been resistance in the ASCM to Mott’s ‘evangelisation of
the world in this generation’ slogan and its patronising, imperial overtones were now
widely regarded as an embarrassment. In 1916 it was proposed to subsume the SVM and
other missionary organisations under a Foreign Service Committee as ‘there was no
missionary spirit in the universities and the Student Volunteer Movement was in bad
odour everywhere and was not making any appeal’. The Foreign Service Committee
would co-ordinate students offering for a variety of overseas service appointments
compared with the SVM focus on appointments with missionary organisations. The
emphasis was away from a lifetime commitment to short-term service in overseas
countries and the appointment of ‘foreign secretaries’ on a SCM-to-SCM basis. 25
The ASCM proposal to end the SVM was not welcomed by John R. Mott and the
missionary boards. The Foreign Service Committee was approved in 1918 but im-
plementation was delayed as ‘Dr Mott and the Field were dead against the alteration of
the basis necessary for the inclusion in the SVM of others than those meant to devote
their lives to the full missionary work.’ 26 In ending the SVM as a distinct organisation
in 1921 the ASCM felt it had taken a momentous decision ushering in ‘a new
world-vision for the whole movement’. 27 In the WSCF, interest had shifted to ‘new world
order’ issues of industrial organisation, racial issues and international peace. Suzanne de
Dietrich, WSCF secretary, wrote that ‘students asked “Is not one religion as good as
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another? What right have we to try to get other people to accept our religion?” ’, and
the ‘myth’ that there were Christian nations, and a distinction between the sending and
receiving nations, did not survive the interwar period and exposure to ‘the testing  re of
secularism, communism and the rest’.28
The WSCF conference held in Peking (Beijing) in 1922 was on the cusp of this change.
The conference, 15 years after Tokyo, was the second in the Asian region and was
sought, planned and largely carried out by the Chinese SCM, the largest in the Asian
region. It was led by T.Z. Koo, C.T. Wang and other young YMCA leaders who had
been among the students educated at the Japanese YMCA before the war and who now
formed the bulk of the Chinese intelligentsia. The Peking conference re ected the
outcome of Mott’s strategies, especially the  nancing of the post-war advance of the
YMCA and YWCA in Asia.
The ASCM conference at Clyde School, Woodend, in 1922 selected as delegates Jack
Robinson, ASCM travelling secretary and a returned soldier and paci st, and Margaret
Cunningham, a science student at Melbourne University and later principal of Fintona
Girls’ School in Melbourne. Two other delegates were also accredited: Florence Young,
recently returned from involvement in the WSCF refugee programme in Europe, and
Marjorie Fricke of Melbourne University who was visiting friends in China with her
family. The delegation also included Agnes Moncrieff of the New Zealand SCM, the
gender composition re ecting the interest of women students in international issues. As
at the Tokyo conference, the motto ‘Under Heaven One Family’ emphasised unity in
faith. Thirty-two nations were represented; Chinese delegates predominated and there
were large delegations from Japan and India. This was an unusual WSCF conference in
terms of its racial and regional balance, as distance and post-war national divisions meant
few Europeans attended. Speakers included A.A. Paul of India, Willis King, an
African-American, Ruth Muskrat, an Indigenous American and Dr Fing Tang Lew of
China. 29
Agnes Moncrieff felt ‘small and humble—a salutary emotion’ after Mohini Maya Das
from the YWCA of India, Burma and Ceylon addressed the conference, challenging
Christians with their ignorance of the rich cultural heritage of the region. 30 Maya Das
had been educated at Mount Holyoke College and Punjab University and was a member
of the General Committee of the WSCF. For most Asian women it was their  rst visit
to China and few had previously participated so freely in a gender-mixed forum.
Delegates from the Asian YWCAs included Michi Kawai (who had attended the Tokyo
conference), Grace Yang and Teng Yu-Tze of China, and Esther Park, Mrs P.K. Choi
and Helen Kim from Korea. Australian delegates were confronted with the national
tensions among the Asian women. Japanese delegates felt superior to Indian women who
they regarded as suppressed by British colonialism and the caste system. The patronising
attitude of Michi Kawai towards Chinese delegates in her conference speech, which
noted ‘their facility in using the English language was a revelation to the Japanese’,
added to resentment of her brusque, autocratic style.31
With violent anti-Christian protests by Chinese students taking place outside the
conference, tensions around international and inter-racial issues were paramount inside.
The conference motto soon unravelled as delegates confronted the deep political and
cultural differences of the post-war world. Especially contentious was the effort to commit
the WSCF to paci sm, which was supported by the Australian delegates who urged the
necessity for the WSCF to push for peace and ‘a vigorous Christian policy in social and
international affairs’. 32 However, delegates from Britain, the United States, Japan and
Europe forced a compromise motion. Agnes Moncrieff wrote:
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though we were all prepared to agree that ‘war is wrong’ we were not prepared
to say that Christianity and war are irreconcilable. Australia, India and China
have gone much further in this direction than the Federation is prepared to
go.33
The Australians were angry that the WSCF Executive sti ed debate on the issue through
a rigid agenda and the division of delegates into numerous forums limiting the
opportunities for visiting students and Chinese students to get to know one another. The
aggressive role of Japan in China and Korea was a straining tension. Few Koreans were
able to attend the conference because of Japan’s occupation of their country. Racial
exclusion policies on the Paci c Rim were an issue, especially as the United States
Congress was considering national legislation (passed in 1924) restricting Asian immi-
gration. Australian delegates were relieved that debate was focused on the proposed
American legislation. Margaret Cunningham, ‘surprised that there were no questions
about Australia’s exclusion policy’, asked Chinese students for their views but found ‘they
had not heard of the “White Australia” policy. Indeed, some Chinese whom I met were
only vaguely aware there was such a place as Australia’. 34
Debates about the imperial presence of American and European powers in the region
were focused on the independence movement in India and the imprisonment of
Mahatma Gandhi. Agnes Moncrieff reported that ‘discussion with the Indian delegates
did … reveal to us our ignorance and make us resolve to insist on hearing both sides. We
realised how far the truth is kept from us.’ Moncrieff was surprised that the Indian
students looked to Australasians to help them in their struggle for independence from
Britain and saw a role for white ‘colonials’ in supporting and lobbying for Indian
independence. 35 Representatives from both groups met to discuss how ASCM support
for Ghandi and the Indian independence movement could be made more effective.
Ruth Rouse thought that such discussions reinforced the questioning of sending
missionaries and the need for the SVM. ‘Why should we send our missionaries to those
who have so much to give?’ Among the Asian women delegates there was palpable
mistrust of the WSCF. Despite the appointments of Kita Hasegawa of St Hilda’s School,
Tokyo, and Dr Wu from China to be members of the WSCF General Committee, and
of Michi Kawai to be a vice-president of the WSCF ‘it remained dif cult to persuade
Orientals of the genuine desire of Western students to have the East take its rightful place
in the Federation’. 36 For Mohini Maya Das of India ‘this misgiving was deeply rooted’,
with Asian women caught between the desire for modernisation and the protection of
their culture and independence. She saw the conference as an opportunity for the East
to give its message to the West:
generally speaking the East has only considered its hunger for things western,
and the West has looked upon the East with a compassionate and somewhat
contemptuous pity as one who needs to be fed and has little to give. But this
is no longer the case. In the new commonwealth of nations the East has risen
as one that has a message to give and the West is beginning to feel that it is
a message worth hearing. The transference of the centre of interest is
particularly true in the realm of religion. 37
The conference confronted the Australasian delegates with clashes of religion, racism and
nationalism in the region. After the conference, they visited educational institutions in
different parts of China and were impressed by the commitment of students to the
Chinese Renaissance Youth, seen by some American delegates as in uenced by the
newly formed Chinese Communist Party. 38 For the young Marjorie Fricke:
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the barometer marking our opinion of ourselves as white people had taken a
sudden and violent nose dive down to the region of somewhere around zero.
We had seen how wonderful other people were, the capacity they had for
learning and understanding of Christ, which was so much fuller and more
intimate that most of us had.39
Peking con rmed the ASCM’s move from missionary to international work. While
ASCM women, especially married women, continued to go as missionaries to Asian
countries, most single women chose a more professional, partnership route to express the
ASCM/WSCF vision of a Christian world society. Frances Good and Doris Gavin
worked with Indian students in Madras as staff members of the Indian SCM, the  rst of
a number of Movement-to-Movement exchanges. Links with the YWCAs in Asia were
strengthened. One of the most in uential Australians in the YWCA after the war was
Constance Duncan, a graduate of Melbourne University, ASCM travelling secretary and
a paci st who went to the North Tokyo YWCA in 1922 in de ance of the strong
anti-Japanese sentiment in post-war Australia. Eleanor Hinder, a science graduate from
Sydney University, left in 1925 for Shanghai, the centre for YWCA work in China and
later worked as a senior administrator in the Shanghai Municipal Council. Both these
women went on to build a career in international organisations: Duncan in refugee work
and the League of Nations Union, and Hinder in international regulation of the labour
of women and children through the International Labour Organisation, the League of
Nations and the Pan Paci c Union conferences. 40 There was a continuing and signi cant
Australian regional leadership of the YWCA and the Pan Paci c Union as evidenced in
the appointment of Dr Georgina Sweet and later Dr Una Porter, both ASCM activists,
to positions of international leadership in the World YWCA.
Nancy Boyd has argued for the importance of the overseas work of the American
YWCA in ‘fostering an embryo Asian women’s movement through cross-cultural
negotiation’. 41 For many American women the Ys were seen as ‘the engine of democ-
racy’ and women’s rights, and they opposed cultural traditions that they believed
prevented the advancement of Asian women. Ella MacNeil, Australian YWCA Foreign
Secretary in China from 1913 to 1926, thought the Americans did not distinguish
between legal rights (of which Chinese women had few) and the powerful social rights
in society and the family that Chinese women exercised. 42 White Australian women did
not have such a strong feminist or nationalist agenda. Fiona Paisley observes that as
nationals, settlers and colonials they had ‘multiple positions’ in their international
involvement, and in a study of Australian YWCA women in China their egalitarian
approach and commitment to women’s education, training and independence is noted
as well as the in uence of modernist, racial and colonial perceptions of Chinese people. 43
Angela Woollacott has argued that Commonwealth feminism in the interwar period
moved towards Pan Paci c feminism with ‘a more egalitarian and international frame-
work’:
… it is important to acknowledge that Australian and New Zealand feminists’
interest in the Paci c region was unusual in the 1920s and 1930s, and ought
at least in part to be read as politically progressive. … At a time when
Australia’s of cial stance on immigration, the White Australia policy, was
explicitly framed to exclude Asians, women who sought to learn more about
Asian women’s lives and to cooperate with them on women’s issues were
consciously at odds with their cultural context. 44
This study suggests that ASCM activist women made a signi cant contribution to this
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
5:
36
 2
4 
Ju
ne
 2
01
0
322 R. Howe
movement to a more egalitarian and international framework, including political support
for independence movements in India, Korea and China. They were especially driven
by a liberal Christian vision for the possibilities of international reconciliation after World
War I, as were Asian women in the international network. Mohina Moya Das wrote after
the Peking conference that ‘one of the things that struck one more than anything else was
the revelation of the fellowship that is possible’, and even Michi Kawai ‘saw how the
Spirit of Jesus can transform any narrow patriotism into a bigger internationalism’. 45 The
study of ASCM women and their involvement in missionary work and international
organisations underlines the complexity of feminist internationalism generally but
especially in this turbulent period in the history of the Asia-Paci c region.
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